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dysfunctional, has subverted clusters from their 
raison d’être, and has exacerbated negative com-
petition among humanitarian agencies. 

Humanitarian Space & Rights Protection - This 
IDP crisis has thrown up many issues around 
rights protection and the closing of humanitarian 
space. These are too complex to go into detail 
here but do require highlighting.

First, the humanitarian response in Pakistan takes 
place within a highly politicized and militarized 
context, and the government’s response to the 
displacement has relied heavily on military sup-
port. While the civilian administration remains in 
charge, the army is ubiquitous – both in terms 
of policy and in terms of presence (e.g. army 
camp hospitals, relief distributions, and control 
of humanitarian access). The military has proven 
logistical strength, but in a context where they 
are prosecuting the conflict they cannot be part 
of the response as they were in reaction to the 
earthquake. The government’s implication in both 
the conflict and the emergency response becomes 
more and more problematic for humanitarian 
actors. Neutrality is out of the window, impartial-
ity becomes in question, and the ability of NGOs 
to rely on community acceptance for security 
is degraded. The risk is that militant groups will 
perceive NGOs as just part of the rival combat-
ant’s party.

IDP recognition and return illustrate further issues. 
Questions remain about government criteria for 
recognizing IDPs – you can flee fighting not two 
kilometers from your house but not be allowed 
to register because you are from the ‘wrong’ vil-
lage. And without registration, you cannot access 
government assistance or other humanitarian aid. 
The return process is equally problematic. There 
are indications that despite government policy, 
return did not meet basic rights set out in the 
Guiding Principles about free, informed choice 
and assurance of safety and dignity. The vast 
majority is desperate to go home, but many fear 
for their safety or for their ability to get promised 
assistance. 

Conclusion

Humanitarian space as we understand it is sup-
pressed in the current Pakistan emergency. But 
one undeniable fact shines out from this displace-
ment crisis: the response by the Pakistani people. 
Over 80% of IDPs found shelter not in camps but 
in private households or other communal spaces. 
Often complete strangers opened their houses to 
many. This is a tribute to Pakistani society and a 
lesson for the humanitarian system.

Michael Young
Country Representative

International Rescue Committee
www.theirc.org

Pakistan has witnessed one of the gravest 
internal displacement crises of the last 

two decades. At its height, tracking estimates 
point to well over 2.1 million people seeking ref-
uge in host communities or camps – a movement 
on the scale of those in Rwanda or Bosnia but 
outpacing their speed. Return has been equally 
swift: the latest estimate is that 40% have 
returned home over the last month.

The Pakistan IDP crisis also threw into sharp 
light some of the most pressing issues of human-
itarian reform: funding; coordination; rights; 
and ‘humanitarian space’. This article offers a 
personal reflection from inside one agency that 
has been engaged with the displacement crisis 
since it began.

Funding - Almost six months after the re-launch 
of the UN humanitarian appeal, it still remains 
only 44% funded. What’s more, the needs it 
encapsulates are far below the reality of humani-
tarian needs on the ground. Pakistan’s IDP crisis 
has not attracted the level of support that needs 
dictated. Important emergency donors have been 
slow to ramp up responses and slower to get 
cash to where it should make a difference: on the 
ground. Disbursement has also gotten tangled 
in problematic dynamics within clusters and lead 
agencies.

Speculation abounds about why this emergency 
has been under-funded and why some important 
donors are perceived as under-performing. And, 
right now, the most pressing concern is for key 
contributors to recognize that the crisis is far 
from over: OCHA estimates that over 1.3 million 
people remain displaced, thousands are fleeing 
ongoing fighting every week, and return remains 
fragile. 

Coordination - The cluster system’s performance 
in Pakistan has declined as the emergency inten-
sified. Some clusters work adequately; however 
others are severely dysfunctional. As was recently 
highlighted1, the flaws are the same as after the 
earthquake. They include: the conflict of inter-
est inherent in treating the clusters as funding 
mechanisms rather than coordination fora; the 
tensions inherent in ‘double hatting’ cluster chairs 
as both operational UN agency representatives 
and sector facilitators; a lack of group and meet-
ing facilitation skills among cluster lead personnel; 
and frequent changes in that personnel. 

To work effectively, clusters need dedicated 
human and management resources. Small invest-
ments work: there was a palpable improvement in 
system performance after establishing an OCHA 
presence and separating out the Humanitarian 
Coordinator role.

From my perspective, the single most corrosive 
element has been the use of clusters as project 
funding channels. This has been administratively 

A ground perspective on Pakistan’s 
displacement crisis
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1. �Inter-Cluster Diagnostic Mission.
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 �Recommendations on civil-military relations - In May 2009, the VOICE network launched 
policy recommendations to the EU on civil-military relations in humanitarian action. These 
recommendations are the result of the efforts of the VOICE Working Group on Civil-Military 
Relations to define common key messages. They draw the attention to the life-saving, needs-
based and independent nature of humanitarian aid; the respect of humanitarian principles as 
defined in International Humanitarian Law; the respect of roles and mandates of civilian 
humanitarian actors and the military; and operational recommendations. The recommendations 
need to be read with reference to the Lexicon of key civil-military relations related terminology, 
also developed by the VOICE CivMil Working Group. The documents were widely distributed by 
the VOICE Secretariat and presented to the EU institutions and relevant stakeholders which have 
highly welcomed them; and VOICE members relay them in their interaction with government 
officials of their respective Member States.

 �Recommendations on Disaster Risk Reduction and Climate Change Adaptation - In June 
2009, the VOICE network finalised its recommendations, published in this newsletter, on the need 
to strengthen the link between Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) and Climate Change Adaptation 
(CCA). Included into the support documentation of the Second Global Platform for DRR organised 
by UNISDR in Geneva, where VOICE was also present, they were then disseminated to relevant 
EU stakeholders. Focusing on how to integrate the DRR expertise into CCA programs and how 
CCA can bring substantial added value into DRR strategies, they consequently ask for improved 
cooperation among the two sectors and especially at the EU level. The VOICE DRR Working 
Group has also been deeply engaged in the developments of DG ECHO policy and the EC 
Communication on DRR. Key messages delivered by the group were included into those two 
important papers, reinforcing the notoriety of the group and its level of expertise.

 �One Year after the 2008 Framework Partnership Agreement (FPA) - The FPA Watch Group, 
which is composed of some 30 NGOs, worked successfully with ECHO towards the development 
of the 2008 FPA guidelines. Now that the guidelines and fact sheets are nearly complete, the FPA 
Watch Group dedicates time to monitor the FPA implementation. To this end, a study ‘One year 
after the FPA’ covering the whole range of activities inherent to a project funded by DG ECHO 
was completed by 53 NGOs. The results show that there is room for improvement, but overall 
the new FPA remains a positive change and DG ECHO’s will to strengthen its partnership with 
NGOs is highly appreciated. These conclusions were presented to DG ECHO and VOICE will 
continue to monitor the implementation of the FPA.   

 �Dialogue with the Czech Presidency - In its advocacy work with the EU institutions, VOICE has 
worked extensively with the Czech Presidency to brief them on NGO priorities and concerns in 
humanitarian field. VOICE also advocated strongly with the Presidencies and representatives from 
several member states in order to get access to the EU Council Working Party on Humanitarian 
Aid and Food Aid (COHAFA). As a result, VOICE members were invited to brief the members of 
the COHAFA directly on Sri Lanka and Gaza at the last meeting during the Czech Presidency. 
VOICE also organised a two-day event in Prague in collaboration with Czech NGOs. A roundtable 
on the ‘Challenges for EU humanitarian NGOs’ allowed exchanges between DG ECHO, the Czech 
EU Presidency Department of Development Cooperation and Humanitarian Aid and numerous 
NGOs both from old and new EU Members States. A highly appreciated training on the Project 
Cycle Management and the creation of the logical framework was also widely attended by 
humanitarian workers from across new Member States.

 �Monitoring the Consensus Action Plan - Through multiple activities and exchanges with the 
EU institutions, VOICE followed up closely on the implementation of the European Consensus on 
Humanitarian Aid. VOICE welcomes that under ECHO’s leadership many of the action points are 
underway or completed. Especially the drafting of the sectoral guidelines on Food Aid, Disaster 
Risk Reduction and Protection took in extensive input from the VOICE network. In light of the 
upcoming review in 2010, VOICE will also look into the implementation of the Consensus in 
Member States, and follow up on the issue of civil-military relations in humanitarian action and 
the Principles of Partnership.
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